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 Hydroponics is a blanket term used to refer to methods of food production 
wherein the plants receive their nutrients not from the soil but through nutrients 
dissolved in water and applied to the root system. There are two major subsets 
within hydroponics: aquaponics, which uses the effluence from aquaculture as the 
source of nutrients; and aeroponics, which mists the roots of a plant with nutrient 
rich water instead of having the roots directly in contact with either the water or a 
growth medium.  
 At Ithaca, we have two pure hydroponic systems in production. One is the 
floating raft system in Terraces Dining Hall, and the other is located in the lab. Both 
are deep-water pond systems used to grow culinary herbs and occasionally leafy 
greens, meaning the roots of the plants grow down into a reservoir of water that is 
either non-circulating (in the case of the dining hall) or slow circulating (in the case 
of our lab hydroponic system).  
 Our aquaponic system uses a grow medium called hydroton to give the 
plants a place to anchor their roots, habitat for beneficial bacteria, and the necessary 
porosity to allow the water to pass through easily. This system allows us to grow 
larger plants that may otherwise outgrow the relatively small slots in our 
hydroponic systems.  
Other designs that we have had in the past include nutrient film technique 
(NFT) and ebb and flow system. NFT employs shallow raceways with plants placed 
in intervals to grow the crop and has the benefit of being easy to modify in limited 
spaces. Ebb and flow is similar to deep-water ponds except that the water is allowed 
to drain out of the root zone to be flooded again at regular intervals. This helps 
reduce the energy costs needed to keep a pump running at all times.  
 One benefit of adding nutrients to the solution is that we know exactly what 
the plants are receiving and can tailor the fertilizers to the specific needs of the 
plant. If a deficiency is observed, supplements can quickly be added, which can be 
the difference between a successful harvest and a lost crop. My own research has 
focused on honing my abilities to recognize nutrient disorders in our specific crops, 
especially basil, so that the dining hall has plenty of fresh local herbs.   
 
 
